Notes on Plotinus - Ennead One. Fifth Tractate - The Eternal Nature of Happiness 


1. Happiness is a State of Being 

Does one's Happiness necessarily increase over time? 

Happiness is felt only in moments in time, namely the present. For example, someone can 
remember that they used to be Happy, while currently being unhappy. Happiness is therefore a 
state of Being (i.e. a state of the Soul). To illustrate this, let us examine the state of being Alive. Of 
course, we can only call someone Alive if they are at the present moment in the state of being 
Alive. The same is true for being Happy. We can only be said to be Happy if we are Happy in the 
present moment. 

2. Desires Are Only Satisfied In the Present Moment 

Some may object, and argue that Happiness comes from the satisfaction of an innate desire to 
live (i.e. Exist). On this view, for every moment that we continue to live, our Happiness increases 
with each moment's satisfaction of this desire. Thus, some argue, Happiness may increase over 
time. 

There are several problems with this objection. For one, it assumes that there must be a linear 
increase of Happiness over time. The increase is merely the result of living. Every day that we are 
alive, we would attain an equal amount of additional happiness. This is incompatible with any 
possibility that the ways in which we conduct our lives could increase (or decrease) our 
Happiness. If Happiness is merely the satisfaction of the desire to live, a Virtuous life would not 
increase Happiness more than a unvirtuous life. 

Another problem, is that this would mean that the Gods and Divinities themselves would increase 
in Happiness as time went on as well. After all, their innate desire to exist would be continually 
satisfied. This implies that they always have the potential to increase their own happiness (by 
existing for additional moments in time). In turn, this requires that the Gods and Divinities are 
incomplete. If they were complete and perfect, there would be no room for more Happiness. 

Even worse, they wouldn't even have the potential for completeness or perfection. After all, there 
is always more time to exist, and (on this view) more Happiness to attain as a result. 

Such objections betray a lack of understanding about the nature of desire. The appreciation of a 
satisfied desire may only exist in the present moment. For example, the desire to live is the 
animal's desire to Exist. Whether something Exists or not (e.g. whether something lives or not) is 
only true or false for a particular moment in time. The desire to be alive in the future is merely a 
desire to preserve the life one already has. If this possibility increases Happiness, it is because in 
the present moment, someone possess that possibility. 

The desire for something in the future is a desire for some possibility to eventually become an 
actuality in a particular moment. When the actualization of a possibility increases Happiness, it Is 
because it has become an actuality in the present moment. 

3. Happy Experiences Do Not Necessarily Increase Happiness 

What about someone who has lived a Happy life for a long time, and has consequently 
experienced a longer period of Happiness? Would this not be a way that Happiness may increase 
over time? 




If the person who has lived a Happy life for a long time has used this time gain a deeper and more 
intuitive understanding of Happiness' Nature from this experience, then we can say that the 
passage of time has benefitted them. Yet it is not that the mere passage of time while Happy has 
itself increased Happiness. Rather, the fact that the person has gained Wisdom allows them to 
pursue Happiness more effectively. Put another way, Happy experiences can change someone's 
state of Being such that they are Wiser and better able to achieve Happiness. As discussed earlier, 
such a State of Being necessarily exists in the moment, (see Notes Ennead One, Fifth Tractate, 
Section 1). We can imagine someone who has achieved a certain level of Happiness, but becomes 
complacent in this and as a result ceases to learn and grow. They may retain their current level of 
Happiness (along with whatever Wisdom and Virtue got them there), but Happiness will not 
increase unless they gain more Wisdom and purification via Virtue. 

4. The Past Cannot Make Us Happier 

What if we consider two individuals who have become Happy, with one of them who was able to 
reach this point at an earlier date? Wouldn't the pleasure experienced from such a Happy life 
increase Happiness, and thus be an example Happiness increasing over time? Wouldn't the 
person who was Happy longer be Happier than the other person for it? 

For one, we need to be careful about what we mean by pleasure. If by pleasure we mean bodily 
and emotional satisfaction, then we are talking about something which has nothing to do with 
true Intellectual Happiness. 

If we are talking about pleasure as the gaining of Wisdom and engagement with Intellectual 
reasoning, then pleasure is synonymous with Happiness as used in this text. Happiness only exists 
in a particular moment, based on the circumstances and Virtue of a person. Regardless of 
however someone has felt (i.e. Happy or Unhappy) in the past, they have come to feel the way 
that they do now. The past has already played its part, and only the circumstances in the present 
moment matter. If both people are Happy now, we cannot grant the advantage to either person. 

5. Happiness In the Present Is Superior 

A clever objector might ask us to consider three individuals: One who has been Happy from the 
beginning of their life through to now, one who attained Happiness only just this moment, and a 
third who used to be Happy, but lost their Happiness. If Happiness does not increase over time, 
then should we concede that all three of them are equally Happy? 

The important fact of the matter in this case is simply, in the present moment, who possesses 
Happiness? The only way someone can have an advantage in Happiness over another person is if 
one of them is Happy in the present moment but the other is not. To answer the question above, 
the two who are Happy at present moment posses a superior Happiness to the one who is no 
longer Happy. For the two who are both Happy in the present moment. Between these two, no 
advantage can be granted to either. 

6. Evil Also Does Not Increase Merely With Time 

It is generally the consensus that negative things increase in negativity over time. For example, it 
is worse to be sick for a year than it is to be sick for a week. It is worse to have less food than you 
need for a year than for a week. It is worse to be homeless for a year than it is to be for a week. If 
we can agree that such Evils increase in how bad they are over time, why can we not say the same 



for Happiness? 


For one, the destructive results of such Evils generally increase over time. For example, if 
someone is ill for a long time, their body degrades more and more the longer they are ill. Yet is 
this always the case for all Evils? Imagine an Evil which does not impart a cumulative destruction 
over time. In this case, the past history of the Evil does not matter in the present moment. If 
someone suffers the same Evil that they did in the past, but there is no cumulative damage, then 
they are no worse off now than they were before. Consider being color blind, or possessing an 
inherent cognitive defect. In such cases, the afflicted person's predicament has not gotten worse 
over time, even though such misfortune has been present the whole time. From this, we can see 
that it is not the length of time that an Evil has been present which adds to misfortune. It is the 
cumulative destruction which results from said Evil which has increased. Further, the current 
state of such destruction is something which only exists at the present moment. 

With regards to Happiness, we can see that the situation is the same. Happiness felt over a longer 
time does not itself result in an increase in Happiness. Only a process which increase Happiness 
(which would by definition be the various Virtues) that has been engaged with over time can 
increase Happiness. The resultant Happiness, though, always exists in the present moment. 

Happiness Is Essential 

Clearly when we refer to Time itself, it is obvious that Time spans increase in duration as Time 
goes on. For example, when we consider how long we have been alive, we count up the total 
duration of Time we have been alive through to the present. What is it about Happiness which 
excludes it from this type of process? On the other hand, why should we avoid treating Time like 
Happiness? Why shouldn't we reject consideration of past instances of time when speaking of its 
quantity in the present moment? 

To answer such questions, we need to understand the type of thing that Time is, and the type of 
thing Happiness is. Each instance of Time can be thought of as a variant manifestation (i.e. an 
image, or imperfect specific example) of Eternity. Only Eternity encapsulates all possible Time 
periods. Only Eternity is complete with regards to Time. It then stands to reason that each span of 
Time is incomplete. It is only representative of the period defined by its starting and ending 
boundaries. When the Time span is over, there is nothing to speak of it in the present tense. From 
this line of thinking, we can see that it is therefore possible to add or subtract to it without 
contradicting its fundamental Essence. We can extend its end boundary, or we can push back its 
starting boundary. This is what is meant by stating that Time is imperfect, or incomplete. All Time 
spans can be added to (or subtracted from). Once a Time span has ended, it is forever in the past. 
As a result, things which are Temporal in nature have definitive beginnings and ends. Once 
something is bound by a specific Time span, it becomes impermanent, as it ceases to be when 
that Time span ends. 

The question then becomes, is Happiness similar to the type of thing Time is, or is it similar to the 
type of thing Eternity is? Previously we have defined Happiness as the Good life, or the Full 
Human Life (see Notes on Ennead One, Fourth Tractate). This really means that Happiness is a life 
lived in accordance with one's Essential nature or Essence (i.e. Proper Function, Arete). Whether 
someone is living a Happy life is a binary. Either someone is Happy, or they are not Happy. Having 
been Happy in the past does not necessarily mean that someone will be Happy in the Present. 



There are important consequences of this distinction. For one, this implies that Time is not an 
Essence in of itself, but rather is a feature of something else. Time is an Attribute (i.e Non-Being), 
not an independent Being (i.e. Real Being). Real Beings may have temporal Attributes, but Time 
cannot be spoken of in of itself without relating it to some other thing (i.e. some Real Being). 
Happiness, on the other hand, means to be harmonized with something eternal (i.e. an Essence). 
Things which are Essences (i.e. have Real Being) transcend the Temporal by definition. Essences 
encompass all possible variant manifestations congruent with themselves, and consequently 
encompass all possible Temporal instances of things within scope. Happiness, as something 
Essential, must be something which transcends Time. Happiness must be something which exists 
in Eternity. Consequently, Time cannot possibly increase Happiness, as Happiness is transcendent 
to Temporal spans. 

8 . Memories Of The Past Do Not Increase Present Happiness 

Can our memories of when we were Happy in the past contribute to our Happiness in the present 
moment? To answer this question, we must examine what is being remembered in this context. 

One possible interpretation is that memories of attained Wisdom can make us Happy in the 
present moment. In this case, the memory of the Wisdom attained is not responsible for 
Happiness. Rather, the Wisdom gained (and the remembrance of such Wisdom) creates a wise 
person. As a result, if such memories increase Happiness in the present, it is only because they 
enable us to act wisely in the present. 

Perhaps remembering how pleasurable it felt to be Happy in the past could make us Happy in the 
present moment. This line of thinking supposes that pleasure is a prerequisite (or even sufficient 
in of itself) for Happiness. If this were the case, then the wise would seek out pleasure in order to 
be Happy. Yet shouldn't the truly Happy be self-content? Could pleasures increase the Happiness 
of someone who is already full? It is also uncertain whether memoires of past pleasure increase 
our sense of pleasure in the present. What good is the memory of something eaten yesterday if 
we cannot eat it at present? Further, memories fade over time. What effect is the memory of 
something pleasurable which happened so long ago that it is difficult to remember? Reveling in 
bygone memories of pleasure makes as little sense as taking pride in Wisdom that we once knew 
but have since forgotten. 

9. Memoires of Past Beauty Only Tempt Those Without Present Beauty 

Can memories of Beautiful and Virtuous things increase our Happiness? 

Such a yearning for past instances of Beauty and Virtue implies that none is present. After all, how 
can you yearn for something that you currently possess? Such a person without Virtue could not 
possibly be Happy. 

10. Happiness Does Not Have External Causes 

Someone who has lived a Virtuous and Happy life for a long time has had more opportunities to 
do good deeds than someone who has only been Happy for a short period of time. Can such 
opportunities (presumably when acted upon) result in more Happiness over time? 

Such a position entails that good deeds are sufficient for Happiness. This cannot be the case, as 
past good deeds are no longer affecting the present moment (because they are by definition 
things that happened in the past). It is exactly this fact which was our reason for stating that 



Happiness exists in the present moment to begin with. After all, we can only be said to be Happy 
if we are Happy in the present moment (if we are not presently Happy, then we merely were 
Happy at one or more occasions in the past). A meal we ate weeks ago cannot satisfy our hunger 
today, (see Notes on Ennead One, Fifth Tractate, Section 1). 

This fact lead us to investigate then if there is a relationship between Happiness and length of 
time. Are we Happier than someone else overall if we have experienced a state of Happiness for a 
longer time than them? We are left to wonder if Happiness increases the longer we exist in a 
Happy state. After all, this will grant us the opportunities for good deeds and Happy experiences 
that only a greater time span can provide. 

To get to the heart of this question, we must ask whether an active (i.e. someone who engages in 
many activities and deeds) person must be Happier than an inactive person. The fact that there 
are Happy people who do not lead particularly active lives disproves this notion. Someone who is 
inactive can be just as Happy as anyone else. This is ultimately because actions and deeds are not 
what ultimately make someone Happy. Happiness is a state of Being, and more specifically, a 
state of mind. In reality, the causal order is the opposite. Happy states of Being cause us to do 
good deeds, not the other way around. 

The Wise Sage enjoys Happiness while active, but Happiness is not a consequence of their actions. 
The Sage's Happiness is self-contained. Their Happiness is derived from knowledge of the Good 
(see Notes on Ennead One, Fourth Tractate, Section 12). Even the wicked are capable of good 
deeds and pleasurable experiences, but without Wisdom and Virtue such experiences cannot 
make them Happy. True Happiness is a disposition of the Soul. Only through true Wisdom and 
Intellectual appreciation can the Sage experience Happiness. Such Wisdom is a part of the Happy 
person themselves, and is not caused by anything external to them. 



